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Key implementation messages 

 

Creating Lifestory 

• Provide advice and support for the child in developing and maintaining their Lifestory 

• Discuss with the child the reasons for developing and maintaining a Lifestory 

• Inform children that any material and content created in the course of creating a Lifestory 

unequivocally belongs to the child even when creating the records may be a facilitated process 

for younger children 

• Support children to control and manage the content of all Lifestory resources. 

 

Lifestory and organisational records 

• Explain clearly to the child the distinction between Lifestory and organisational records 

• If organisational systems are used as the storage place for elements of the Lifestory records, keep 

them separately from administrative/organisational records 

• Provide copies of organisational records for inclusion in the Lifestory app if that is the wish of the 

child 

• As organisations hold the originals of core identity documents such as birth certificates in trust 

only, return them to the child (as adult) at the time of their transition to independent living, only 

retaining originals only with the express permission of the child1 

• Once they are handed over to the child (as adult) do not retain originals, and if copies are 

retained this should be at the express permission of the individual whose records they are. 

 

Lifestory records travel with the child 

• Ensure that in any arrangements to transition a child between carers or residential Care the 

Lifestory resources go with the child. 

 

 

What do we mean by Lifestory? 

Lifestory work is one mechanism being employed to create a narrative base through which children can 

express themselves but also create an ongoing narrative of their lives and experiences. The creation of a 

personal story is a critical component in identity construction, making sense of circumstances and 

 
1 These documents may include photographs, details of outings or events, records relating to holidays, documents 

relating to key people – friends, carers, family, stories, narratives, family trees, drawings created by the child. Other 

contents include core identity documents such as birth certificates, vaccination records, medical records, school 

reports, achievements, awards etc.  
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interpreting events. As such, this work is never completed, and always ongoing. Lifestory resources 

enable a child to have accurate knowledge about their past and their family. They have been described as 

‘a way of connecting a child to their past life so they can go forward into the future with this knowledge’ 

(Atwood, 2017).  In this Practice Advice, Lifestory is synonymous with terms such as memory box, 

treasure box.  

While sometimes utilised as a therapeutic tool emphasising the process of narrative construction, to 

assist with grief and separation, and to construct positive sense of self by social work practitioners, the 

material resources constituting the Lifestory are the concern here. The material resources are the things 

produced or collected, such as photos, stories, memories, objects of significance to the child. These are a 

resource for the child, and their future self.  

Lifestory work can be done well, or badly. It can be undertaken with multiple intentions, but at its best, 

attention to such work can provide a child in Out-of-Home Care with a set of resources that enable them 

to understand their history, and in possession of key documents relating to their history and those that 

will enable them to negotiate an adult world. (For further discussion of key documents see Practice 

Advice 2: What records are made about a child). 

Carers are largely responsible for initiating and encouraging Lifestory work. Evidence in the literature 

reports that initially this work may be done to establish understandings of the child’s background, but 

that pressure of time and competing priorities can often lead to an abandonment or diminished attention 

to this work. Low quality, incomplete or life stories that have been sanitised or edited into an idealised 

story by carers or social workers diminish or even negate the intention of Lifestory work.  

The Who Am I project (Cowling, 2009) conceptualised a pyramid of records that remains a useful tool.  

 

The Life Story Work Pyramid  

 

Current practice 

The requirement to formally transfer records to children when they leave Care is widely established as 

best practice. However, a 2020 CREATE report (McDowall, 2021)  (summarised below) vividly illustrates 

the gap between what should be done and what happens in practice. 
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In a CREATE 2020 survey:  

Two thirds of Care Leavers in the sample had sought copies of their personal but under half (42%) had not 

received any response. 

For many who received documents, the information content had been redacted. In general, respondents 

felt little confidence that they would be able to obtain their personal documentation if needed. 

As part of the transitioning process, young people are entitled to obtain copies of personal documents 

(e.g., case file information, family story records, birth certificate etc.). Over one third of respondents 

(34%) had not asked for any documentation; of those who had requested information, 42% had received 

their records, 58% had not. 

The young people who tried [to retrieve personal documents] rated their experience as 56 out of 100. 

Young people expressed limited confidence that they would be able to obtain their personal records if 

desired, scoring their confidence at 49 out of 10. 

A dichotomy between respondents who found the process easy and supportive (36% of 76 comments), 

and those who had problems with lengthy delays in obtaining documents (29%).  

In many cases these documents were then found to have missing information or content redacted (11% 

of responses). 

Who owns the Lifestory record? 

The process of creating and the content of any material created in the course of creating a Lifestory 

unequivocally belongs to the child. Creating the records may be a facilitated process, particularly for 

young children, but it is inherently a subjective process mediated by the child. The content and all 

material representations of memory work unequivocally belongs to the child.  

The expectation that narratives constructed will always reflect a positive outlook is misplaced. Sanitised 

versions created on behalf of the child by carers or other workers may be well intentioned but will not 

assist the child in the larger process of understanding and identity construction.  

Where is the Lifestory material stored? 

In some jurisdictions organisational systems are used as the storage place for elements of the Lifestory 

record. Core identity documents such as birth certificates and family histories can be stored in the 

organisational system. This can make it more difficult for the organisation to isolate those records that 

are absolutely the possession of the child. At minimum organisations should separate 

administrative/organisational and Lifestory resources. 

Where the records are held in organisatonal systems on behalf of the child, as is clearly the case with 

Lifestory records, the organisation should not hold continue to store or manage such records by default 

once the official transmission of responsibility for those records has passed to the child. However, having 

the organisation continue to maintain some or all of this material may be negotiated at the time of 

transition out of Care. The Recordkeeping Expert Advisor should be used to assist in negotiating any 

continuing arrangements for storing such records (see further, Practice Advice 8: Recordkeeping Expert 

Advisor). This may, by organisational policy or practice, be at the point of transition to independent living.  
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The CREATE report (McDowall, 2020) demonstrates that obtaining even these records that belong to the 

child continues to be problematic.   

A range of digital apps are being developed that specifically support digital management of Lifestory 

records. The majority of these apps provide complete control of the contents by the child (see further, 

Practice Advice 6: Selecting Apps).  

What should be in the Lifestory record? 

Contents of Lifestory records are variable and may include photographs, details of outings or events, 

holidays, key people – friends, carers, family, stories, narratives, family trees, drawings created by the 

child. Other contents include key documents such as birth certificates, vaccination records, medical 

records, school reports, achievements, awards etc.  

Some or all of the ‘key documents’ (including core identity records) referenced here may be kept on the 

child’s behalf in organisational systems. The key documents should be carefully cared for as they will be 

needed for a range of purposes associated with independent living later in life.  

Rights in relation to Lifestory records 

Children with different experiences and different maturity will have different understand of the value of 

records, including those in Lifestories. Regardless of the views of the organisation, the right to determine 

how these core identity and other Lifestory records should be managed should rest with the child. While 

the organisation is legally responsible for a child, it may exert rights to restrict destruction of records. 

However, that right should expire when the child transitions out of Care.  

The organisation should have no ongoing role or responsibility to assume rights over core identity  

records that belong to the child once the records have formally been given to the (now adult) child, 

unless by express negotiated permission. Typically, when children approach organisations as adults for 

their records, organisations will retain copies of documents returned, while providing the original to the 

applicant. When this involves Lifestory resources, the maintaining of copies by the organisation should 

only be done with the express permission of the child. 

The value that individual children place upon such material resources will vary throughout their childhood 

and later life. In particular, narratives and stories created as a young child or involving individuals where 

circumstances later changed relationships may warrant revisiting of earlier records. Such processes are 

inevitable and should be within the control of the child to edit, change and rewrite or remove as they 

require.  

In many cases possessions and records do not travel with the child. Attention to ensuring that the 

Lifestory resources move with the child, along with other possessions, should be a priority in ensuring 

appropriate transition between carers.  
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Further resources 

Baynes, P. (2008), Untold Stories, Adoption & Fostering  32(2) http://docs.scie-

socialcareonline.org.uk/fulltext/85713.pdf (accessed September 2021)  

Harrison, J., Campbell, E., Chumbley, P., (2010), A Social Worker’s Guide to Lifebooks. Department for 

Community Based Services, Kentucky Cabinet for Health and Family Services, 

http://manuals.sp.chfs.ky.gov/Resources/Related%20Resources%20Library/Making%20History-

A%20Social%20Workers%20Guide%20to%20Life%20Books.pdf (accessed September 2021)  

Kertesz, M., Humphreys, C (2010), Creating a ‘Personal Record’ which puts the child at the heart of 

recording practice. Who Am I Project. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20140304055347/http://www.cfecfw.asn.au/sites/www.cfecfw.asn

.au/files/Who%20am%20I%20paper-Creating%20a%20personal%20record.pdf (accessed 

September 2021)  

Peake, A. with Oxfordshire Foster Carers/Adopters (2009, July) Life Story Work: A resource for foster 

carers, residential social workers, adoptive parents and kinship carers to support this work 

https://www2.oxfordshire.gov.uk/cms/sites/default/files/folders/documents/childreneducationan

dfamilies/educationandlearning/schools/virtualschools/Life_Story_Work_Booklet.pdf (accessed 

September 2021)  

Rose, R and Philpot, T., (2005), The child's own story: Life story work with traumatised children, Jessica 

Kingsley Publishers, London.  
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